
Thomas Nozkowski: Untitled (7-122), 1999, oil on linen on panel, .12 by 28 inches. Courtesy haunch of Venison, London. 

A Flatland of Forms 
Thomas Nozkowski's abstract paintings have long been characterized by their small scale and 

use of eccentric shapes against variegated grounds. His work was recently the subject of 
a trio of shows in the U.S. and Britain. 

BY CARY LEVINE 

P resent in Thomas Nozkowski's paintings is the vernacular of our 
modern world, streamlined into essential shapes that elicit myriad 

associations. Through a diligent fine-tuning of form, Nozkowski 
achieves a delicate equilibrium between recognition and unrecogni-
tion, figuration and abstraction. This is the source of the opulent com-
plexity of his work, along with its resistance to critical pigeonholing. 

Born in Teaneck, N.J., in 1944, and educated at Cooper Union in 
New York City, where he has worked since, Nozkowski is in many ways 
an artist's artist—"quietly influential," as critic Barry Schwabsky 
recently put it.' Trained primarily by Abstract Expressionists—most 
significantly, Nicholas Marsicano, but also David Lund and Angelo 

Ippolito—he absorbed their lessons on the virtues of materiality and 
vigorous paint handling, but quickly abandoned the movement's pen-
chant for grandiosity. Living in New York in the late 1960s, Nozkowski 
was undoubtedly aware of Minimalism and Pop, but while his subse-
quent sleek forms and artificial colors can be said to evoke both those 
movements, his reliance on intuition and earnestly handcrafted, 
painterly application precludes any attempt to categorically align him 
with either. 

As much as any single factor, it is the consistently small size of 
Nozkowski's works that places him outside Minimalism and Pop—as 
well as Abstract Expressionism and its varied progeny. In the world of 
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Batiquitos 1995, oil on board, 72 inches square. Museum of Contemporary Art, San Diego. 

with the items—that comes basically from the fact 
that Patricia and I are on the same wavelength. 

The objects in the paintings of the '80s and '90s 
came out of the garden. Patricia grew them and she 
would bring them in, and we would communicate 
very loosely and easily. Almost all of the objects are 
either grown by her, or they're from Chino's [a near-
by vegetable farm], or they're picked up on our 
walks, or, like the rebar, they're references to my 
work in construction. When I think I've finished a 
painting, then she looks at it, and she decides 
whether to put something else in or not. Batiquitos  

(1995) came a lot from our walks along the lagoon, 
when we had a dog. I would pick up the leaves that 
looked good to me, that I wanted to paint. At the 
end of that painting, she thought it needed a spray 
of leaves going up one side, the right side of the pic-
ture. It took me a long time to paint it, and it works. 
It's what you see almost immediately, like a time-
step. You're looking at the painting, and suddenly 
you see this addition of a branch of leaves. It's the 
same as all those objects: they march in time, from 
points, from one object to another, and in the time 
you get a lot of aging. 

LO: You co-authored a number of written pieces 
with Patricia, which are attributed to both of you. 
It sounds like you co-authored a lot of paintings as 
well. Have you thought about co-attribution? 
MF: I've thought about it, but one, I'm too selfish, 
and two, it got out of hand. I don't hide the fact, 
but people, especially in this period, make so 
much of identification. I don't know. I can't 
answer that. 

The first shows I had in New York were with Ivan 
Karp, and he came over and looked at the work. He 

continued on page 168 
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Untitled (7.103), 1997, oil on linen on panel, 16 by 20 inches. 
Courtesy Max Protetch Gallery, New York. 

postwar art, Nozkowski is practically a miniaturist. His paintings are 
almost all 16 by 20 inches, and 30 by 40 inches is as grand as he gets. The 
artist views his decision to work small as not just personal, but political. 
Influenced by the protest movements of the late 1960s and early '708, 
this commitment was decidedly anti-institutional. As he recalls: 

I was really trying to think something through and politics was informing every-
thing that we were doing in those days, with Vietnam, with the early days of 
feminism, and with the Civil Rights movement. . . . I felt that I could no longer 
do big paintings that were for an audience of the very institutions that I then 
despised. The last thing I wanted to do was to paint for a museum, to paint for a 
bank lobby. I wanted to paint paintings that could fit in my friends' rooms.' 

His resolve undoubtedly came with a certain amount of risk, as the 
ubiquity of supersized art meant more modest works tended to be seen 
as less important. This was only compounded by his frequent use of 
canvas-board, a medium usually relegated to Sunday painters and high-
school art students. 

Nozkowski's ability to remain a vital and innovative artist is therefore 
an achievement in and of itself. Though he graduated from Cooper 
Union in 1967, and had early contact with some powerful art-world 
players (he worked for Betty Parsons as an art handler), he did not 
have his first solo show until 1979. 

What is striking is that Nozkowski has taken a format that originated 
as a bourgeois convention—the domestic-scaled painting—and claimed 
it as politically subversive. His devotion to smallness also reflects 
a broader art-historical moment—one in which avant-gardism 
had become so much the norm that a certain anti-avant-gardism con-
versely became an effective way to resist conformity. However, the 
complexity of his paintings belies their moderate sizes; Nozkowski 
achieves monumentality in minute measurements. His paintings lure the 
eye to their surfaces and demand prolonged looking. At exhibitions of his 
work, one notices people spending real time with pictures—tilting their 
heads, stepping back, forward, moving to the next painting, and quickly 
returning for another look. It is an intimate, often exhausting, exercise. 

Atraveling exhibition that opened early this year in Dallas at 
Southern Methodist University's Pollock Gallery and traveled to 

the commercial gallery Haunch of Venison in London—his first solo 
show in Europe—provided an overview of Nozkowsk!'s work, from 1992 
to 2003. (Last year the artist also had solo shows at the New York 
Studio School; Revolution Gallery, Ferndale, Mich.; Max Protetch 
Gallery, New York; and the Nelson Gallery at the University of 
California, Davis.) Individually, the 20-odd paintings in the Dallas-
London show are universes unto themselves, with their own laws of 
physics—each an autonomous "Nozkowskiland," as Peter Schjeldahl 
once called it. 3  

Framing and composition chez Nozkowski are finely calibrated, but 
appear almost offhand and arbitrary, as though offering a single 
glimpse of an infinitely larger cosmos. A 1999 canvas in the exhibition, 
Untitled (7-127), is largely occupied by a bluish-gray painted lattice 
covered in white wash. The lattice is contained by a thin black border 
that modulates between elegant arabesques and cartoonish curves—a 
juxtaposition common in Nozkowski's work. The border is echoed in the 
conglomeration of baroque forms—resembling decorative architectur -
al details—that violently jut in from the bottom left. The boldness and 
sharp angularity of these shapes contrast with the subtle effects of the 
background. Despite the harmonious interplay of these components, 
the overall image remains irresolvable—both as representation and as 
pure abstraction—a dissonance that only heightens the painting's 
appeal. 

The distillation of forms into shapes that recall real-world referents 
but are not truly identifiable—present in this and nearly every work 
exhibited—is fundamental to Nozkowski's practice. Indeed, the artist  

insists that all his works are based in observations and memories of 
everyday life: 

You start by doing things on purpose. I am going to make a mark and it's going 
to stand for my aunt Thelma. That's on purpose. We easily see marks that were 
made on purpose as opposed to marks that were made accidentally or through 
some mechanical process; similarly with composition, with color, and with the 
facture of a painting.' 

Nozkowski's methodical, but emphatically handmade, approach to 
mark-making results in works that operate on multiple levels—simul-
taneously evoking and obscuring reality. Additionally, the artist's 
refusal to title any of his paintings, using only a number code to desig-
nate each, allows them to remain ambiguous, while opening each up to 
an endless array of individual interpretations. 

At the 2003 New York Studio School retrospective of Nozkowski's 
works on paper (a substantial oeuvre in its own right), this formal 

methodology could be traced back to his early career, namely to a semi- 

Untitled (7-127), 1999, oil on canvas, 16 by 20 inches. 
Courtesy Haunch of Venison. 
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Sixteen panels 0148  Drawings, 1978, gouache on blue paper, each 8½ 
by 11 inches. Courtesy New York Studio School Gallery, New York. 

Untitled (8-39), 2003, oil on linen on panel, 16 by 20 inches. 
Private collection. Courtesy Max Protetch Gallery. 

nal group of works from the 1970s. Along with a series of ball-point-pen 
pictograms, the group includes 48 Drawings (1978), a strangely intrigu-
ing set of white gouache silhouettes on blue paper. Arranged in sets of 16 
in windowpane-like frames, these clean, crisp hieroglyphs look familiar 
but are never conclusively definable. Approximating a range of icons—
spaceship, comma, wishbone, beetle, picket fence—these ensembles are 
studies in the suggestiveness of simple shapes. These lovingly crafted 
drawings also mark the beginning of Nozkowski's intuitive, yet meticu-
lously refined, visual language—a language that continues to evolve. 

As both the drawing show and the Dallas-London exhibition make 
clear, Nozkowski's oeuvre has not "developed" in the traditional sense. 
Instead, particular formal problems have emerged and re-emerged 
intermittently throughout his career. In the Dallas-London exhibition, 
chronological history gave way to intimate dialogues between paintings 
with up to 10 years between them. Though subtle trends could be iden-
tified, a comprehensive stylistic time line could not be traced. Indeed, 
Nozkowski's transformations are never telegraphed; rather, they consti- 

tute novel approaches to—and complications of—many of the same 
fundamental ideas that inspired his earliest drawings. 

Untitled (8-27), a 2002 work from the painting show, evokes a myste-
rious aquatic world that features some of Nozkowski's characteristic 
formal twists. The background is an intricately marbleized cascade of 
diaphanous, sea-foam-green skeins over cerulean blue, a surface more 
precious and less labored than usual. Upon this oceanic expanse, fiery 
orange-red shapes—arranged like shards of shattered glass or a flag-
stone walkway—slowly slide downward through the bottom two-thirds 
of the painting. Erratically placed, these forms appear scattered, 
though they never actually touch or overlap—producing tensions 
between their opposing contours. Some of them can be coupled into 
symmetrical sets, which only complicates matters, hinting at some 
organizational principle that's forever indecipherable. 

The result is a flatland of forms, geometric but irregular. Likewise, 
the color effect of the background seems at once random—the result 
of chemical interactions between the green and blue pigments and of 
gravitational forces upon them—and expertly controlled by the artist. 
The expressionist's aggressive, impulsive drip is transformed into a 
stunningly graceful, patinalike glaze. Amazingly, this glistening now of 
green and blue appears at points to physically respond to the red 
shapes, to actually wind like a stream around them—a phenomenon 
that is both captivating and confounding. 

The show also evidenced Nozkowsk!'s refusal to rely on a single sig-
nature style. The marbleizing in Untitled (8-27), for example, is a 

recent addition to Nozkowski's repertoire, also seen in Untitled (8-39), 
2003, but to different ends. The surface of the latter work appears 
much drier and thicker. A yellow, orblike shape sits off-center, while 
lines curl through it, forming a gridlike, partially color-filled pattern. 
Here, it is the lines that present the paradox, since they seem at once 
spontaneous and to have been somehow chiseled into the impastoed 
facade of the work. Apparently carved into the surface and then 
repainted with a fluid purple-black, they read as both above and below, 
as foreground and background. 

This effect is another Nozkowski stratagem—the forced contradic-
tion between illusionistic space and physical space, between image and 
material. Untitled (7-106), 1998, employs Hofmannesque push-pull 
techniques to construct similar spatial riddles. Bright green boxes 
hover above the earthy sienna surface, which has been built up layer by 
layer. Meanwhile, a central form reads as a jagged porthole through 
which part of a black-and-white striped plane can be seen. At close 
range, however, an opposing interpretation snaps into view. The tex-
ture of the work provides this central shape with a dense, protruding 
physicality. The brown areas appear similarly substantial, beveling as 
they near the borders of the other forms. However, the green boxes—
whose color "pushes" them into the illusionistic foreground—are in 
fact the flattest and thinnest, literally recessed back onto the canvas 
surface. The result is a relief effect completely at odds with the straight 
pictorial dynamics of the work. 

At times, this relief quality defines forms within an otherwise mono-
chromatic field. Most often, though, it is employed to intentionally dis-
rupt singular readings and to keep the images in flux. Untitled (7-122), 
1999, is dominated by a bright yellow form with loopy protrusions on 
one side, serrated edges on the other and red, elliptical oblongs punc-
tuating its middle. Bordering it on the right are black shapes whose 
inky pigment runs downward—a somewhat menacing effect that con-
trasts with the Pop-ish character of the neighboring forms. All of this is 
surrounded by a lavender ground, built up and then (it appears) sand-
ed down to reveal fibrous brushstroke striations and swirls beneath the 
surface. The painting thus oscillates between the "final" image and ear-
lier phases. 
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T he preservation of such ghostly remnants is to some extent 
planned in advance. Nozkowski works specifically on canvas-board 

or linen mounted on panel in anticipation of his continual scrapings 
and scorings. The process is time-consuming, and Nozkowski is a 
patient artist—punctilious, but never programmatic. His paintings fre-
quently remain unfinished for extended periods, left to ferment, for the 
right moment to be reapproached, tweaked or very often completely 
reworked. Process is thus emphasized, but not in the improvisational, 
action-painting sense. Rather, it's the sustained, deliberate practice of 
patient craft. 

Untitled (7-103), 1997, takes this to an extreme. Here, a red 
Suprematist square sits atop one of Nozkowski's most tortured sur-
faces. Scoured down to reveal innumerable layers of underpainting and 
at some points the raw linen itself, the work is a rugged terrain of 
peaks and craters, the walls of which reveal strata of paintings long 
past. This work had to have taken years to make. Viewers, in turn, 
become archeologists, searching the painting's pockmarked crust—its 
nooks and crannies, and flakes of dried pigment still hanging on by 
threads—for clues to its history. 

Nozkowski's works are challenging to describe. Noting the tendency 
of critics to talk around his paintings, the artist has requested an alter-
native tactic: 

I would like future writers to create new compound words and acronyms. They 
should also use long and complex words in short and simple sentences. 
Misspelling some words—either by doubling and tripling letters or by omitting 
them—could be especially meaningful as well. 5  

In the world of postwar art, Nozkowski 
is practically a miniaturist. He views 
his decision to work small as not just 
personal, but political. 

Indeed, a more oblique and poetic rumination may be the best 
approach to Nozkowski's paintings. The formal and conceptual intri-
cacy of these works is, in the end, a testament to painting's persistent 
viability—its continued capacity to intrigue, to provoke and to mystify. E 
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"Thomas Nozkowski Twenty Paintings, 1992-2003" was on view at the Pollock Gallery at 
Southern Methodist University, Dallas [Jan. 19-Feb. 211, and Haunch of Venison, London 
[Mar. 30-May 81. A catalogue with a brief introduction by Barry Schwabsky accompa-
nied the London show. An exhibition ofNozkowsks paintings appeared at Max Protetch 
Gallery, New York [Nov. 8-Dec. 20,2003/. 

Author: Gary Levine is a New York-based critic. 

Untitled (8.27), 2002, oil on linen on panel, 22 by 28 inches. Private collection. 
Courtesy Max Protetch Gallery. 
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